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NOTES AND DOCUMENTS 

A Nathaniel Lyon Letter 

A letter written by Nathaniel Lyon in his characteristically 
vigorous and unrestrained manner and describing the situation 
at the St. Louis arsenal in the critical days of early 1861 is given 
below. 1 Captain Lyon had been ordered from Fort Riley to St. 
Louis when it became clear from the strategic position of the 
arsenal that the secessionists were planning to capture it. The 
arsenal, situated in the southern part of the city and bordering 
the Mississippi river, was surrounded by a high stone wall ex- 
cept on the water front. Within it in the early part of 1861 
were stored large quantities of guns and ammunition — the 
special need of the secessionists. 

That the arsenal was not captured early in the year by the 
secessionists was due largely to their confidence in the southern 
sympathies of its commander, Major Bell. A letter of January 
24 from General Frost of Camp Jackson to Governor Jackson, 
both of whom had disunion proclivities, relates a visit to Bell, 
who "promised me, upon the honor of an officer and a gentleman, 
that he would not suffer any arms to be removed from the place 
without first giving me timely information." 2 

On the same day that Frost intimated to the governor that the 
arsenal would be turned over to the secessionists whenever they 
desired it, a telegram was sent from Washington to the New 
York Evening Post stating that General Scott had information 
of a plot for the seizure of the St. Louis arsenal. The news of 
this plot seems to have been communicated to Washington by 
Frank P. Blair, leader of the unionists in St. Louis, whose re- 

1 The original of this letter is in the possession of the Minnesota historical society. 
Nathaniel Lyon was born on July 14, 1818, at Ashford, Connecticut. He was grad- 
uated at West Point in 1841, became a captain during the Mexican war, and served 
with distinction against the Indians in California. In 1854 he was sent to Fort 
Eiley and there he espoused the cause of the free soil party. He was made briga- 
dier general and was put in command of the department of the west in May, 1861. 
He was killed in the battle of Wilson's Creek on August 10, 1861. 

2 James Peckham, Gen. Nathaniel Lyon, and Missouri in 1861. A monograph of 
the great rebellion (New York, 1866), 44. 
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peated representations of conditions at the arsenal resulted late 
in January in the order for Lieutenant T. W. Sweeney, of the 
Second infantry, then in New York, to report to Major McBae at 
Jefferson Barracks, just outside St. Louis, and for Major Bell 
to be transferred to the eastern department. Bell, having large 
financial interests in St. Louis, resigned and Major Hagner took 
command at the arsenal. 

The removal of Bell, the appointment of Major Hagner to 
command the arsenal, and the order for Captain Sweeney to 
relieve Lieutenant Thompson in command of the troops at the 
arsenal made the secessionists realize their mistake in delaying 
so long. To add to their discomfiture, Captain Lyon, of known 
pro-union and violent antislavery sentiments, arrived early in 
February. Secret plans for the capture of the arsenal were laid 
immediately. 

Lyon with his radical nature could not fail to suspect the more 
cautious and conservative Hagner. Moreover, Hagner had been 
assigned his post at the arsenal because of his brevet rank. 
Lyon 's commission as captain was twenty days older than Hag- 
ner 's and on the strength of this fact Lyon at once asserted his 
right to the command, despite Hagner 's brevet majority. The 
matter was referred to General Harney, in command of the west- 
ern department, and subsequently to the president, both of 
whom sustained Hagner. It is the sense of injustice rankling in 
his breast which prompts Lyon to speak in the letter of the 
"outrage done me and the line of the Army." The dispassion- 
ate reader, however, is not so easily convinced that Lyon was 
wholly in the right. 

Lyon at once allied himself with the abolitionist and unionist 
groups of the city, and with Blair and others helped to raise 
volunteer companies. His time was full of drills and discipline 
of the home guards, on whom he felt he might be compelled to 
rely for the safety of the arsenal. 

Meantime it was decided that a state convention should make 
the momentous choice between union and secession. Contrary 
to all expectation, when it met in Jefferson City on February 28 
there was not one avowed secessionist among the members. Af- 
ter organizing, it adjourned to meet in St. Louis on March 4. 
Here many questions were touched upon and resolutions were 
referred to a committee on federal relations, dealing with such 
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topics as support of the union, denunciation of a coercive policy 
of the government toward the seceding states, the withdrawal 
of federal troops from forts in the seceded states, and a border 
states policy. 

On March 4 a riot threatened to precipitate the clash for which 
the secessionists were striving as an opportunity for seizing the 
arsenal. A nondescript flag, purporting to be the emblem of 
the confederacy, was hoisted during the previous night over the 
headquarters of the Minute Men, a secessionist organization, in 
the very face of the convention which was assembling. A mob 
gathered outside and for some time it seemed as though a bloody 
encounter were inevitable. Blair and the republican leaders 
managed to keep their followers quiet, however, and toward mid- 
night the crowd dispersed. 

Such were the conditions under which the following letter was 
penned. Who "Dr Scott" was it is hard to say. On the card 
attached to the letter the name is given as "David Scott," but no 
authority is given for the Christian name, and the card obviously 
was made years after the receipt of the letter by the Minnesota 
historical society. It is even uncertain whether the "Dr" is 
merely an abbreviation for "Dear," or whether Scott was a 
doctor. 

The interest of the letter is twofold. Besides giving a picture 
of Missouri and St. Louis in the early months of 1861 and some 
conception of life in the military circles of the day, it reveals in 
all his sterling ruggedness and unlovely intolerance a man whose 
type was so incomprehensible to the south. Nathaniel Lyon 
believed that silence gives consent ; hence he spoke his mind un- 
reservedly whenever his puritan conscience bade him condemn 
the matter under consideration. Such men were pillars of 
strength in the strife that followed, but they also made it un- 
necessarily bitter. One might even say that but for them it need 

not have been. ~ T 

G-bace Lee Ntjte 

St Louis Arsenal, 

Dr Scott, March 7 > 1861 > 

Your note of the 2 d Inst was received last evening & I am much 

obliged for your kind attention. 

I go up to Town often and have just returned — I always find myself 

busy there and have to hurry back to attend drills &c. I met Mrs M c In- 
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tyre & Miss Atkinson some days ago there, but have not been down to call 
on them — went down & spent one day at the Barracks with Robinson & 
wife and Family of Maj Macrae — have met Mrs. Wilson & her daughter 
Mrs Thompson — Thompson was here on duty but has gone to Leaven- 
worth — shall call on these Ladies soon. Capt Steele of the Drag's is 
in Town, having been deprived of his command at Leavenworth by old 
Scott, 8 with his characteristic tyranny — he feels badly. I saw O'Con- 
nell in Town to day, but did not give him M c Lean's message, 4 I will do 
so soon, he is often down here — please thank M c Lean for his kind sen- 
timents and efforts — I get very mad in thinking over the villainy of 
old Scott's character, and the outrage done me and the line of the Army 
— I have expected the necessity for a correction of this would force the 
new administration to do it — I cannot say that it will, as Lincoln seems 
to have put himself in this man's hands. I should not fret myself so 
much if Hagner had any capacity for command, and zeal for the Service, 
but his persistent refusal to take any precautions for defence, and his 
orders that we are not to repel an attacking force till he has taken pos- 
session of our walls, and securely lodged himself behind them, and so 
entered our grounds that we are measurably in the enemy's power, con- 
vince me of covert treachery or unaccountable imbecility. In case of an 
attack, I suspect we shall have traitors inside as well as outside, and you 
may rely upon it, so far as in my power, both will be dealt with as effec- 
tually as circumstances will permit — if, as I suspect, old Scott wants this 
place given up, and ourselves disgraced and our country still further 
degraded, he had better get me and some others, of the officers now here, 
out of the place before the attempt is made, — by proper precautions we 
can hold this place easily with less force than we now have, and though, 
as it is, I hope we shall hold it, we must do so, if attacked, at great sacri- 
fice. I should like old Scott to know, that I see in this matter confirma- 
tory evidence of what I have always regarded him, as an unqualified 
scoundrel, and if the present impending danger subsides, I shall do what 
I can to put this matter in a proper light, & bring it to its legal hearing. 

3 General Winfield Scott, commander of the United States armies. For similar 
remarks about Scott by Lyon, see a letter stating that "Major Hagner has no right 
to the Command, and, under the sixty-second article of War, can only have it by a 
special assignment of the President, which I do not believe has been made; but that 
the announcement of Gen. Scott that the command belongs to Major Hagner is his 
own decision, and done in his usual sordid spirit of partisanship and favoritism to 
pets, and personal associates, and toadies." Peckham, Gen. Nathaniel Lyon, and 
Missouri in 1861, p. 67. 

* Possibly Judge McLean of the United States supreme court. See James F. 
Rhodes, History of the United States from the compromise of 1850 (New York, 1893), 
2: 179, and index. 
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Soon after I arrived here I was able to see that purposes of an attempt on 
this place were entertained, but the matter subsided, and the secessionists 
have laid their plans for an extraordinary effort, to be stimulated upon 
the indignation at Lincoln's inaugural address — at that time a seces- 
sion flag was raised in the City, and riot threatened, — I cannot say that 
any purposes were entertained concerning this place. The Convention 
is in session here, and so far is doing very well, but a popular hobby with 
the secessionists is, to cry out against coercion, and in connection with 
this to put the policy of Lincoln, as properly set forth in his address, in 
such an attitude of coercion as shall appeal to the coercion opposition, and 
place Mo. in an attitude of hostility to the Gov't, — this policy, or that 
of determining upon a convention of the border slave states seems likely 
to succeed. Of course, I like the purpose declared by Mr. Lincoln to 
hold, occupy and possess public places &c, — let him do this — save poor 
Anderson 5 & other victims of Buchanan 's treachery, with discretion and 
firmness, and though it may cost us much lead, it is the only way to 
effect anything, and save us from entire anarchy and destruction. Tell 
our Eepublican friends that Maj Anderson should have the Brigadier 
Generalship — Sumner e does not deserve it — he is now as high as he 
ought to be, and let this signal heroism which is the delight of our coun- 
trymen, be duly rewarded, — we cannot do too much for Maj Anderson 
and his heroic party. I regret to see, this early, a spirit [of] partisan 
policy that would advance party and personal favorites at the expense 
of justice and the interests of the service, and this party, from which I 
had hoped so much, whose advent to power I had so much longed and 
labored for, at once demoralized by that odious feature of democracy — 
If Mr Lincoln cannot, upon the avowed purpose of his party, rise above 
party tricks and sordid aims, we are indeed most miserable, & I can see 
nothing before us but disaffection in his own party, and general misrule 
and disaster. I would apply these remarks to the question of this Gen- 
eralship and other appointments to the Army, in which we are interested, 
— that case of old W. B. Montgomery, 7 dismissed for his villany at Fort 

« Major Anderson, in command of Fort Sumter. The question of withdrawing 
Anderson from Sumter was then agitating the country. 

e Edwin Vose Sumner, 1797-1863, served in the Black Hawk and Mexican wars, 
became commander at Fort Leavenworth in 1856, and in 1858 commanded the de- 
partment of the west. In February, 1861, he had charge of Lincoln's escort from 
Springfield to Washington. In March he was promoted to the rank of brigadier 
general and was sent to the Pacific to supersede A. S. Johnston. The national 
cyclopaedia of American biography (New York, 1892-1910), 4: 183. 

7 Colonel W. B. Montgomery while in command at Fort Eiley extended the re- 
serve of the fort in order to accommodate Governor Eeeder, who could not induce 
owners of certain tracts of land to sell to him. For this Montgomery was court- 
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Riley — I presume Mr Lincoln & his party will be favourable to his 
restoration, — I wish you would speak to such of them as you know, and 
to Senator Foster of my State, 8 and say that his re-appointment will be a 
great outrage and that I will, if made, so expose it over my own name. I 
should like you to inform me if this matter is in contemplation — tell 
me who of our Kansas people are in Washington — Delahay, Vinaldi, 
Dr Woodward &c — if any of them, whom I know, are there, say my 
regards. Do you know Miss Julia Lee 9 daughter of Maj Lee of the 
Commissary Dep 't ? — these Julias seem to possess a peculiar charm, & 
there must be something in the name — please go and see her for me, 
and say many regards and that I hope she is right on the question of the 
Union, both national and domestic, but that if opposed to the former, I 
hope she may never realize the latter, but live an old maid forever — a 
sorry fate indeed, but less so than that which ultimately awaits seces- 
sionists. 

If any of my republican friends in Washington can do any thing for 
you, tell them they have my orders to do it. 

I intend going up town and will try and see Oconnell and show him 
your letter before closing this. Just returned from town but did not see 
O'Connell — will do so soon and see that he gets yours & M c Lean's mes- 
sages. Please say to Maj Hunter 10 that I wrote to him and also inclosed 
to him a letter for Mr F B Blair in which I pointed out the wants of the 
service here — please ask the Major if he received them. Sweeney sends 

you his regards and I remain ,, L . 

Yours truly ,. T T 

N. Lyon 

martialed. Lyon was a witness. See Ashbel Woodward, Life of General Nathaniel 
Lyon (Hartford, 1862), 213. 

8 Senator Foster of Connecticut. 

» Julia Eustis Lee, daughter of Major Richard Bland Lee, 1797-1875. Major 
Lee was a graduate of West Point and, like Lyon, a veteran of the Seminole and 
Mexican wars. When Virginia seceded, Lee resigned from the army and was ap- 
pointed a lieutenant colonel in the commissariat of the confederate service. Julia 
Lee, like Lyon, never married. This personal touch is all the more interesting as 
showing a more appealing side of Lyon's character. For a sketch of Richard Bland 
Lee and his family, see Edmund J. Lee, Lee of Virginia, 1642-1890. Biographical 
and genealogical sketches of the descendants of Colonel Bichard Lee (Philadelphia, 
1895), 462. 

10 See Peckham, Gen. Nathaniel Lyon-, and Missouri in 1861, p. 66. It has been 
thought not worth while to give an account of many of the persons mentioned in the 
letter. Most of them are to be found in the books already mentioned and in Thomas 
L. Snead, The fight for Missouri from the election of Lincoln to the death of Lyon 
(New York, 1886) ; The last political writings of Gen. Natliariiel Lyon, U.S.A. 
(New York, 1861) ; and Robert J. Rombauer, The union cause in St. Louis in 1861 
(St. Louis, 1909). 



